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Judgment until the Government was overturned; and the thin
Labour ranks were further depleted by Richard Bell passing
across to the Liberals in 1904.
The Conservative Government, however, was manufacturing
its own ruin. To contemporary observers the fault was chiefly
in Balfour's inertia, but it lay deeper than that. The rivalry
of other capitalist countries and the increasing importance of
colonies and dominions as both markets and sources of raw
material made it highly likely that sooner or later the British
capitalist class would abandon its free trade policy in order
to tie these dependencies more closely to themselves. Cham-
berlain's explosive and unexpected Tariff Reform crusade,
which he left the Cabinet to conduct, was not merely an
electoral tactic; it was an intelligent anticipation of what were
soon to be the real needs of British employers.
The Colonial Conference of 1902 had convinced him, as
Colonial Secretary, that his dream of Empire could never be
realized while Great Britain remained a free trade country.
On this issue, in 1903, he seceded from the Government, and
set out, much to the annoyance of the Conservative Old Guard,
to win over the rank and file of the Conservative Party to the
cause of Tariff Reform. What Chamberlain wanted was
mainly not protection for the British industrialist, but Imperial
Preference; but his crusade speedily turned into a campaign for
securing the British capitalist against foreign competition.
Though Chamberlain admired Germany, and had struggled
hard to improve Anglo-German relations, his tariff movement
did much to stimulate anti-German feeling; for any British
protective tariff would be necessarily directed largely against
imports from Germany. But, when he began it, he did not
foresee that consequence. It was not aimed against any
country in particular. He wanted Empire unity for its own
sake, and for the consolidation of British economic supremacy
and the power of exploitation which he believed a united
Empire would involve.
But while Chamberlain, now outside the Government, was
converting the Conservative Associations and the manufac-
turers to Tariff Reform, the forces in Europe were already
aligning themselves for the coming struggle for power. In both